A longitudinal study of maternal postpartum depression symptoms.
The purpose of this study was to examine changes in maternal depression symptoms over time from the postpartum period to 2 years after delivery among a sample of women identified with elevated depression symptoms at 2 to 4 weeks postpartum, a longitudinal within-subjects design was used to examine changes in maternal depression symptoms. Two years after delivery, 62 women who had elevated depression scores at 2 to 4 weeks postpartum completed mailed questionnaires including a Demographic Information Sheet, the Beck Depression Inventory II, and the Parenting Stress Index. Among this sample of women, 30.6% scored in the depressed range 2 years after delivery. Although depression scores decreased over time, the significant change in mean scores occurred from 4 to 8 weeks to 10 to 14 weeks postpartum, and mean scores did not change significantly from 10 to 14 weeks, to 14 to 18 weeks, to 2 years after delivery. Depression history, lower overall social support, and higher parental distress were associated with higher depression scores among mothers at 2 years after delivery. Initial decrease in depression scores suggests that postpartum depression symptoms posed a time-limited problem for many women with peak occurrence from 4 to 8 weeks after delivery. However, for many women depression symptoms persisted at 2 years after delivery. Previous depression, limited current support, and parental distress increased depression symptom severity. Additional longitudinal research is needed to determine factors that increase and ameliorate risk for chronic maternal depression. Clinical assessment of maternal depression beyond the early postpartum weeks is warranted for at-risk women.